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High-Tech College Counseling 
By Eric Hoover 

 

In this digital age, teaching has 
transcended the classroom. So why 
should school walls confine college 
counseling? 
The question is driving innovation 
that could change the way students 
prepare for college and careers. 
Just as learning is now a hybrid of 
face-to-face and virtual 
interactions, the transmission of 
college know-how is fast becoming 
a blended enterprise. 

Several high-tech ventures are 
confronting an old problem: Along 
the path to higher education, some 
students have wise shepherds, but 
many others do not. Too often, 
those who need the most help are 
the least likely to get it. 

     

As more minority and first-generation students pass through the K-12 system, the limitations of the 
traditional in-school counseling model are clear. In public high schools, the average student-to-counselor 
ratio is 459:1. (In California, the ratio is double that.). Budget cuts are further inflating caseloads, which 
means less quality time for each student, fewer questions asked and answered. Some counselors lack 
training and knowledge, and even those with college savvy and hearts of gold can do only so much. 

Eric Felix wants to help them. Growing up, he knew almost nothing about applying to college. Until his 
sophomore year in high school, he thought that the University of Southern California was the only place 
that Southern Californians like him could go to college. Later, Upward Bound—a program that helps 
students from low-income families and those in which neither parent holds a bachelor's degree—guided 
him through the application process, unlocking a riddle that he might not have solved on his own. 

Now an admissions counselor at the University of San Diego, Mr. Felix visits high schools where a college-
going culture is ingrained, as well as those where it's absent. "We need to change things," he says. 

What if college counseling went virtual? This summer Mr. Felix and two other admissions officers started 
Open Access, a Web site that provides college counseling through Skype. Unlike Unigo, a site that offers 
one-on-one advising, Open Access doesn't charge a fee—it's designed for students who don't have $100 to 
spare. Mr. Felix has reached out to California counselors in low-income areas, asking them to recommend 
juniors and seniors who need extra help. And word is spreading: Recently, he and his partners connected 
with a student from Detroit. 
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Students who sign up get three half-hour advising sessions, about six weeks apart. The counselors 
emphasize the importance of deadlines and testing dates, the basics of financial aid, and how to write a 
personal statement. They ask students about majors and whether they plan to commute to college or leave 
home. And the counselors help students create lists of colleges to consider. 

The first student to use the service was a young woman from Fontana, Calif., who wants to become a 
nurse. She was worried about her 2.3 grade-point average. What, she asked, were her best options? 

Although Open Access has served only 11 students as of early October, Mr. Felix believes the model could 
be scaled up easily. He's heard from admissions officers, high-school counselors, and independent college 
counselors who want to pitch in. It's not hard to imagine a bustling national network of volunteer 
counselors connecting to students digitally. 

"We have the technology to do it," he says, "and students are demanding this information." 

Mr. Felix visits high schools where a college-going culture is ingrained—and 
those where it's absent. "We need to change things." 
Plenty of Web sites offer information about applying to—and paying for—college. Yet most of these portals 
allow viewers to remain passive. William G. Tierney believes the Web can do more to build "college 
knowledge" by prompting students to act and not just click. 

Mr. Tierney, who directs the Pullias Center for Higher Education at the University of Southern California, 
has overseen the design of Collegeology Games, programs that teach students about the application 
process. The latest is Mission: Admission, a Facebook game in which students each week guide a different 
character to college by completing applications and applying for scholarships. While keeping track of 
deadlines, students direct their characters to write application essays and request letters of 
recommendation. Meeting each goal earns a player "pride points," which can be used to buy things, like 
basketball hoops, that enhance the characters' virtual high school. 

"It's a way for kids to think about college even if nobody in their family went to college," says Mr. Tierney, 
who is also a professor of higher education at USC. 

He has mentored low-income college applicants and believes in the power of one-on-one relationships. 
But he also sees limitations in counseling approaches that serve only a fixed number of students, 
especially at a time when teenagers spend so much of their time online. "We're at the point where 
technology is the equivalent, if not the better, of other ways of learning," he says. 

A similar thought prompted Donald E. Fraser Jr., a former counselor, to help create CollegeSnapps, a free 
mobile application designed to send students a series of interactive messages that guide them through the 
admissions process. (If you haven't signed up for the fall SAT, for instance, you'll get a warning message.) 
The program includes a dashboard feature that allows counselors to track students' progress. 

Perhaps there's no replacing good, in-person counseling, which has immense appeal. Nationally, 
community organizations are enlisting a big cast—business leaders, pastors, college presidents—to deliver 
what time-strapped college counselors can't. To fulfill the nation's ambitious college-completion goals, 
however, counseling must travel many paths, and some of them lead far beyond school walls. 
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